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The late 1960 f s were the pioneer years of grass-roots environment protection movements in North America. In Canada and the United States, hundreds of hopeful organizations were born from concern about the growing assault on the natural environment by a host of human activities. For most of these groups the immediate issue was pollution;
the immediate aim was a "clean-up as possible. Conscious effort was made to avoid its becoming a "campus group" -a real danger in a city where university people form a major segment of the community. The Society was not to be politically partisan in word or deed. The organization would concentrate on positive suggestions rather than negative criticism. And the group would stick to local and provincial issues, resisting involvements with far-away struggles. The Society would be a volunteer organization. If there was sometimes drawn-out discussion of these various matters, there was resounding unanimity from the outset on one point: the new group would not be another "pollution fighter" but would consider environmental quality in a broad and long term sense.
In September the first public meeting had been held, before a packed house of over one hundred at the civic library, and the Society's sixty members were ready to launch the first projects.
The .) The brief reflected a general public concern for protection of the city's riveredge areas in a park-like state, called for policies to limit the ultimate size of Saskatoon, suggested the creation of a municipally sponsored environment quality board, demanded more imaginative management of the local public transit system, and made a pitch for city planning procedures better geared to producing a good urban environment.
The whole brief, by a stroke of inspiration, was sent not to the city government but to candidates in the upcoming municipal elections. In this way, environment issues for the first time became campaign issues. Candidates were often less than agreeable to some suggestions, but a message got through to most since several subsequent acts of the City Council can be traced to that brief.
Early in 1971 the provincial government announced plans to allow a gigantic pulp mill to be built near Meadow Lake in north central These two experiences showed the young Society the importance of getting the environment message into the media and resulted in the subsequent regular issuance of press releases on a variety of topics.
For over a year the idea of "being in print" remained in the foreground of the Society's thoughts, and if in retrospect this seems to have been overdone, it nonetheless produced a base of credibility for the organization. Through 1972 and 1973, these media activities were matched with regular public meetings and individual members' speaking engagements, the production of three briefs and a major position paper, and publication of a series of nine original booklets on environment topics ranging from Population and the Environment to Air Pollution.
When the newly-formed provincial Department of the Environment adopted most of these booklets for use by its information division in 1973, the reputation of the Environmental Society as a reliable information source was firmly established. The failures of these public agencies were still in the future; The response was gratifying; the two "Special Publications" quickly ran through two editions and the tours attracted such interest that local entrepreneurs began to run them regularly in the summer months.
Clearly there was a very real concern among Saskatonians about the surviving relics of the city's past.
At the provincial level, the Society In response to this mounting clamour of protest, City Council held a formal public hearing into the matter. This was perhaps designed to stifle opposition to the development; instead, it provided the strongest manifestation of public opinion that had ever been witnessed in Saskatoon. The hearing was set for Saturday January 12th, 1974. It was a bleak day when the thermometers registered around -40°C, yet so many people attended that the meeting had to be transferred from the Council chamber to the Auditorium in the Public Library. There a group of impressed aldermen heard 22 briefs that were hostile to the development presented and strongly applauded, but only one in its favour -from a developers group. As the Star-Phoenix afterwards commented: "It is seldom that public reaction to a question is so overwhelmingly decisive". Two major victories were won by the public in this confrontation. First of all, an area of riverbank was preserved for the future Figure #1 : The River Heights development as originally proposed: public reserve areas are shaded. The narrow riverside strip would have been largely occupied by a major road, the only land left as "park" being a narrow strip on the river edge and the steep bank behind. (Reproduced by courtesy of the Planning Dept., City of Saskatoon). The area designated would be placed in the charge of an independent authority, having the duty of maintaining and enhancing its attractions and outside the day-to-day politicking of City Council -an authority comparable to the very successful Wascana Authority in Regina, set up in 1961.
The report was welcomed with enthusiasm, not only by local citizen groups but also by City Council; but there has as yet been no perceptible progress towards its enactment. In this case also, the Provincial Government is dragging its feet; the Department of Municipal Affairs still has the matter "under consideration" and seems reluctant to make any decision, despite continuing pressure from Saskatoon.
Whether the report will represent an immense step forward in urban development in this Province, or just another good idea lost by the wayside, remains to be seen.
Indirect Activities
The Society has not always considered that direct action was the best method of achieving a desirable result. In some instances, it has preferred to lend its support to independent, issue-oriented organizations; in others, it has considered that the question was more one for a neighbourhood group than for one whose interests, and membership, embraced the whole city and beyond. The Society has been able to force at least a temporary stalemate.
Other related issues have sprung up in the meantime, involving energy conservation policy, strip-mining of low-grade coal for generators and, by 1976, government schemes to bring nuclear power to Saskatchewan. In these issues the Environmental Society is now engaged in its greatest challenge to date. , persisting for up to 20 hours per day. A soundmeter testing found noise levels of up to 82 decibels; since medical data indicated that prolonged exposure to noise levels over 55 decibels could cause serious psychological problems, the concern of the residents was understandable. When one of them, Brian Newman, approached the Society for assistance, we advised him on the conducting of a campaign to secure Council and Provincial attention to the problem but told him that any petition would come best from a neighbourhood group, rather than from the Society. Such a group was quickly formed; the response from City Council was sympathetic; and, within a few months, the sounds from the Dairy Pool were ordered to be reduced.
Its initial action was to form an Energy
In another instance, the endeavours of citizens were at which the matter was discussed and has since always had a representative on the Committee of the Saskatoon Branch.
Shortly after its creation, the Branch was bitterly attacked by Paul Bilodeau, then Editor of the shortlived free newspaper The Saskatonian, as destined to be a "form of organized public participation"
and providing a "rubber-stamp for the city planners". These criticisms were entirely unjustified; the Branch, though never as numerically strong an organization as had been hoped, contains many members with a profound expertise in the planning process and has been able, again and again, to make searching and detailed criticisms of City Hall proposals; One wonders whether the Environment Department is well-meaning but bumbling or whether it is simply not intended to be truly effective?
The provincial stage is, in any case, too large a one for the Society to be able to perform on it effectively; occasionally we have gained successes, but we have insufficient resources to maintain a steady pressure on the government in Regina.
In contrast, the Environmental Society has been much better able to keep pace with local issues and problems and to participate directly in day-to-day affairs. At the invitation of the City of Saskatoon, the Society regularly has a representative on the Parks and Recreations Board and on the Environmental Advisory Council; and the second author has been for three years Chairman of the Special Committee on Historic Buildings. In association with other local citizen groups, the Society is watching the activities of City Council very closely and is ready to take action at any time.
Yet the environmental quality of Saskatoon is much as it was in 1970, and the provincial environment has definitely deteriorated.
If the Saskatoon Environmental Society had not existed, the situation would be manifestly worse. If it had been stronger -a truly provincewide organization and not just a local group -perhaps the situation might be a whole lot better; but could such a group achieve coherence over a geographic area as large as Saskatchewan? In 1975, the Society considered changing its name, and enlarging its aims, to embrace the whole province in its explicit concerns; but the membership voted this down and we believe they were right. What is needed, instead, is the formation of other similarly local groups, each designed to serve as environmental watchdog over a specific area of Saskatchewan and able to take rapid action on local issues. On the relatively few -albeit extremely important -issues involving the whole province, such groups could and should combine to take action; but the majority of environmental matters are of local concern and are most effectively tackled by citizens on the spot. A new group seems to be emerging in Regina, but there is as yet no sign of any similar citizen activity elsewhere in Saskatchewan; and perhaps this plexus of groups will remain a pipedream.
The Society is in its eighth year now. Can the pressures it has exerted, the effects it has achieved, be sustained over a long enough time to assure a sound environment fifty or a hundred years hence? In the last analysis, how much can any small local group, operating on a meagre budget, hope to accomplish? In the long view of history, perhaps we are helping civilization around a crucial turn -or maybe we are merely stirring up storms in a teacup.
Only time will tell.
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